Abstract
Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info women to assert themselves irrespective of cultural norms and archaic traditions which have denied them their human rights and have largely promoted their subordination.
Painful Past
Historically, women are not new to the history of struggles in Nigeria. Well documented in Nigerian history are the enigmatic amazons who fought tirelessly, alongside the men, in the 1950's and 1960's for Nigeria's independence. Mrs Margaret Ekpo, Mrs Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, Lady Yinka Abayomi, Hajiya Sawaba Gambo and Chief Mrs Janet Mokelu were among the fearless women who struggled relentlessly to re-shape the Nigerian history. Western colonisation, unfortunately, had very little or no respect for women. For instance, when missionaries established the formal educational system in Africa, they did so by infusing some patriarchal ideologies into the educational system, one of which was the belief that boys, rather than girls would benefit more from the school system. For years, women's history became that of docility and sheer domesticity. Consequently, young girls were to stay at home to practise and perfect their domestic skills which included how to behave as appropriate Christian housewives who knew how to sew, cook and maintain proper hygiene. The boys, on the other hand, were taught how to read and write. This ushered in the first gender gap between boys and girls that has apparently persisted over the years, particularly in Africa.
In Nigeria, the story of the woman is basically that of a second-class citizen as Buchi Emecheta reminds us in her novel of the same title. In the rest of the world (in America for instance), Blacks' experiences during slavery days were ugly and very painful experiences which are vividly documented in autobiographies, slaves' narratives, famous novels and poetry books. These documentations collectively affirm the values of freedom and the terrors of oppression and of racism. Bitter memories of colonisation in Africa also include, according to (Eko, 1991) , the Mau Mau uprisings of Kenya and the bloody massacres of Zulu warriors by the Boers in South Africa among others. Even where wars were not fought, Eko further states that 'Africans developed a master-servant colonial mentality and a self-denigrating inferiority complex' that has persisted in their psyche. Memories of inferiority and pain abound in Negritude fictions of Ferdinand Oyono, Mongo Beti and in East African writings of Meja Mwangi, and Ngugi wa Thiong'o. In South African fiction, we cannot but flinch at the excruciatingly Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info painful experiences of fellow blacks in the works of Dennis Brutus, Bessie Head, Oswald Mtshali, Alex La Guma, Arthur Nortje and many others.
Textual Analysis
Gender bias supports and reinforces the notion that women are weaklings who can be treated violently. Adichie, in her novels, identifies and confronts various sources of oppression. For instance, Beatrice and Olanna in Purple Hibiscus and Half of a Yellow Sun have, respectively, found out in stupefaction, that women are more abused and more reviled in the sanctuary of their own home and by the people they love most. And so, in the face of polygamy, marital incompatibility and extremely harsh patriarchal laws and conditions which can leave women totally devastated and even debilitated for life, the protagonists of Adichie's Purple Hibiscus and Half of a Yellow Sun, have taken charge of their lives by taking decisions which may leave the readers absolutely breathless! Adichie's novels are populated by psychopaths, rapists, religious fanatics and ruthless rulers; all of whom terrorise women. She, therefore, uses her novels as instruments of self discovery and of healing for the abused women in Nigeria who may have undergone some traumatic experiences in their marriages. In Purple Hibiscus, we meet Eugene Achike, 'a ticking time bomb' who regularly explodes on his poor family, crushing anyone in his path. His wife, Beatrice, leads a life of servitude. His children, Kambili and Jaja, live in perpetual fear of him. Eugene is so power drunk that he sickens every member of his household. He is, in addition, a control freak who rules his family with 'clenched fists.' Let us see, for example, how he unleashes his anger on Kambili, his only daughter, for daring to visit Papa Nnukwu (who incidentally is Eugene's father; hence her grandfather) without his consent: 
. (248).
This last physical and psychological abuse of Beatrice by her husband causes her to take drastic actions which lead to Eugene's ineluctable end. It is rather sad because Eugene is not an ideal Christian husband -neither is he a good example of what a father should be. He is, instead, a sick, demented man who is caught between the archaic African culture which permits wife battery and the true Christian doctrine which does not. The tragedy of theology in Africa today is that cultural garbs have beclouded true scriptural beliefs and Ironically, Jesus Christ was friendly and tolerant to women. He loved women and worked with them. He never coaxed, intimidated, subordinated or patronised women-because like men, God His father, made women in His own image (Gen. 1:27) and saw them as children of God. Jesus did not treat women as cheap goods to be commercialised; neither did He treat women as wood to be battered and be broken by men. Eugene eventually pays dearly for the constant abuse of his family in the guise of leading them on the paths of righteousness. Beatrice takes Eugene's life at the end of the novel, Purple Hibiscus and avows to the children that:
They did an autopsy... They found the poison in your father's body.... I started putting the poison in his tea before I came to Nsukka. Sisi got it for me; her uncle is a powerful witch doctor (290).
Beatrice's decision to end her husband's life calls to mind the actions of abused women in most Radical African-Feminist Texts. In Nawal El Sadaawi's Woman at Point Zero, for instance, we recall how Firdaus, the helpless victim of male oppression eventually murders the pimp who regularly exploits her sexually as well as financially. For this singular act, Firdaus is destroyed by the very society which allows and even condones the sexual abuse of women. True, she has committed the crime of murder, even though she does it in self defence. However, men in Firdaus's society beat Thus, the killing of male abusers in Radical African -Feminist Texts like The Collector of Treasures and Purple Hibiscus, in our view, connotes the putting an end to men's abnormal acts of cruelty and torture of women. It also suggests that societal reformation can only be feasible if such men are Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info done away with. By this we mean that a woman could get a divorce or a separation from the man in question. It doesn't, however, mean that the physical killing or the annihilation of men must be done in order to achieve the desired transformation. So, when Beatrice kills Eugene by making him to ingest rat poison in small doses, she does so in order to free herself from years of battery and abuse. She also kills him in order to liberate herself from years of physical torture and psychological enslavement. Many readers will, no doubt, view this action as an unconventional way of seeking freedom from oppression. Absolutely true! But the fact remains that the African woman can only progress in life if she totally extricates herself from the stifling background of patriarchy. No woman can call herself a doormat in Nigeria today unless she chooses to be one. While portraying, therefore, the various abuses suffered by women in the Nigerian society, Adichie also celebrates the enduring spirit, the resilience and the sheer determination of such women to break through into freedom.
Adichie's Half of a Yellow Sun, presents yet another type of struggle from which the female characters seek their freedom. Just as in Purple Hibiscus, the atmosphere in Half of a Yellow Sun is very suffocating and downright destructive. In situations of war (i.e the novel documents the Nigeria-Biafra War of [1967] [1968] [1969] [1970] , women and children are the most vulnerable group. They usually suffer severe hardship. Adichie's second novel, therefore, documents the multiple struggles of women to free themselves from sexual abuse, exploitation, corruption, humiliation, civilian attacks, mass evacuation, depression, hunger, disease and death. Amongst the aforementioned conditions, sexual violence against women remains the most traumatic and the most shameful of women's experiences.
On a general note, the Nigeria-Biafra war 'was a horrific and traumatic experience whose shock waves were felt throughout the Nigerian federation' (Johnson: 149) . Let us see the kind of torture which teenage girls, for instance, have to undergo at the hands of soldiers and civilian recruits. In the following extract, a young bar girl is gang-raped by a group of soldiers who overpower her and force her to have sex with them. For sure, such an experience will be ingrained in the girl's memory for life:
The As things degenerate during the Nigeria-Biafra war, human beings in turn, become more animalistic -unleashing mayhem on the lives of fellow humans. The abuse of more and more women also rages out of control. The raping of women by soldiers is usually perceived 'as a sign of victory' in war situations and remains a sort of 'unwritten law' which many women pay dearly for -even with their lives (Isidoro: 142) . Women are sadly the main target of those who use terror as a tactic of war. And rape has always been a gruesome pattern of violence against women. The incident witnessed above calls to mind Darfuri women's experiences in the hands of Janjaweed militia who routinely invade Southern Sudan in order to kill the men and rape their women. Adichie's vivid allusion to this event brings fresh tears to our eyes as we, in turn, remember the Rwandan Genocide of fourteen years ago and how indifferent the Western world was to the brutal killings of innocent people in Africa.
However, copious illustrations have shown in Purple Hibiscus and in Half of a Yellow Sun how the igbo women of Eastern Nigeria have held on steadfastly to the values that they deem important and have made agonising situations, especially during the Biafran war, to be bearable. In Purple Hibiscus, for instance, Aunty Ifeoma paints in our mind, a picture of an extremely intelligent, self-sacrificing widow who also, is a staunch defender of her honour and her family. Aunty Ifeoma has so much in common with the twin sisters, Olanna and Kainene, in Half of a Yellow Sun. All the three women have experienced significant amounts of suffering, yet they exhibit great perseverance in overcoming their difficulties.
Aunty Ifeoma, for one, undergoes severe emotional and psychological torture which a widow (in many African cultures) is subjected to as soon as her husband is dead. Some of the practices are known to adversely affect or to undermine the health and the general well-being of the widow. Aunty Ifeoma
Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info is reviled by her husband's family. This is because she is allegedly guilty of 'killing her husband' and of, also, looting his money. The unbearable African culture holds a woman responsible if her husband dies prematurely or if he dies before she does. Such a woman is usually branded a witch and is severely dealt with in accordance with African tradition and customs. Heaven help such woman if she has no male child! Her in-laws are liable to 'fleece' her of any property she has to her name and further make life for her and her children a living hell. And woe-betide such a woman if she is altogether illiterate! Aunty Ifeoma faces a similar ordeal when her husband dies. Her resilience, however, helps her to overcome the accusations and the maltreatment she receives from her in-laws. This is how she puts it:
The Similarly in Half of a Yellow Sun, Olanna experiences very strong opposition from her mother-in-law in her relationship with Odenigbo, the erudite University Professor. Odenigbo's elderly mother, popularly called Mama, abhors Olanna for being well educated, polished and highly independent. In her estimation, 'educated women' are abnormal women who have received 'too much schooling which ruins a woman' (97-8).
Ironically, Adichie celebrates the new breed of African women who are highly educated, freethinking, resilient and independent. It is the high level of education of the female protagonists of Adichie's works which acts as their bulwark against the retrogressive cultural patterns that exacerbate the subjugation of women. It is worthy of note that Adichie's heroines (Olanna, Kainene and Aunty Ifeoma) are second degree holders from prestigious Universities. With their sound education and high levels of reasoning, they are able to deal with the irresponsibility of the men in their lives, in addition to coping with the calamitous happenings around them. The women are strong and dynamic individuals who would allow nothing or no one to deter them from achieving their set goals. Some may think it unruly behaviour but one of the women believes that 'an adulterous man deserves an adulterous (234) . What Olanna actually feels here is equivalent to the 'freedom to be... and to do' (16) which Adichie describes in Purple Hibiscus. It is a kind of freedom which satisfies and relaxes and rejuvenates one and sets one free from one's anxieties. At the time Olanna experiences this sexual encounter with Richard, she has been struggling with the mental and the psychological problems only a traumatic marriage can inflict upon one. With this new -found freedom comes the assertive spirit which has, hitherto, been hidden in Olanna and which most of Adichie's female protagonists have exhibited in her novels. Aunty Ifeoma displays it when she questions the rotten University system (especially in Africa) where nothing works. Massive corruption and maladministration are the bane of most African Universities. And both lecturers and their students continue to pay for the atrocities committed by the people who are in authority and who are trusted to protect their interests. For instance, salaries are not paid to staff members as and when due. Little wonder, therefore, that students are made to pay for ill-prepared 'hand-outs' which leave them more confused and dis-satisfied with their educational pursuit...
In Half of a Yellow Sun, Olanna and Kainene's assertiveness speaks volumes of their fearlessness. The young women are seemingly different in their countenance and in their temperament but their loyalty to the Biafran cause is unquestionable. They both exude a supreme confidence in themselves and are not perturbed by what lies ahead for them in future. The denouement of the novel is, however, catastrophic. Kainene leaves her twin sister 'one morning in order to go to "afia attack" to trade across enemy lines'. Sadly, she never returns. Olanna is, naturally, devastated. Half of a Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info Yellow Sun ends on this tragic note, leaving Olanna heartbroken and constantly lamenting how 'days pass, then seconds pass and everything remains the same without Kainene around' (407). On the whole, one may wonder why Kainene's life is ended so abruptly. Of what significance is this ending to the story? More often than not, the real messages conveyed in most Radical African-Feminist texts are couched in deep ironies which allow the reader(s) to engage in manifold interpretations of such texts.
However, Olanna's traumatic journey through the Nigeria-Biafra War is symbolic of the state of Biafra itself: deeply ravished, abandoned, violated and volatile and in need of healing. Like the amazon that she is, Olanna strives even harder to deal with her loss. Interestingly, she does not buckle under pressure, neither does she give in to 'mourning' her sister's loss. Of all Adichie's character portraiture, she emerges as the true role model for African women. She also emerges as a true heroine of feminism. Her image as the beautiful, intelligent, self-willed, resilient and quintessential mother; the nurturer and above all, the truly independent woman that she is, will remain ingrained on many readers' memory. Adichie shows through Olanna that every woman must create her own individuality and, at the same time, be confident with the person she is.
Conclusion
Women still live in societies which support or enforce female oppression. In addition, the marital institution also continues to be nothing less than slavish and tormenting for women. From the preceding discussion, the core solution for societal transformation is change. Adichie's texts are very clear on this. There is need for the transformation of deep-seated, stereotyped and longheld attitudes which tend to hinder progress in the lives of African women. In other words, it is imperative to address all oppressive structures and situations in our societies in order to encourage and to sustain lasting peace in our homes and in the world at large. The biblical story of creation reiterates that men and women are made in the image of God! Therefore, wouldn't the most peaceful solution be for both genders to co-exist peacefully without one subordinating the other?
This study concludes, firstly, that the most significant contribution of (African) female writers is in their creation of dynamic and educated protagonists who are given very strong voices with which to assert themselves in sexist societies rather than being helpless victims of male Research Review Vol. 3 (4), July, 2009. Pp. 79-91 Indexed African Journals Online: www.ajol.info chauvinism. Secondly, the study concludes that African women must possess the initiative, the wherewithal, the will power and the educational empowerment with which to make a difference to their lives.
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